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Victimology
KAROLA DILLENBURGER
Victimology (also victimotology) is the scientific
inquiry into issues related to victims, such as what
makes people vulnerable to becoming a victim
and how people’s lives are affected when offenses
are perpetrated against them or their property.
It also includes the study of perpetrators and
offenders and their relationship to the victims of
the offenses they commit. Victimology attracts a
wide range of theories fromwithinmultiple disci-
plines, including sociology, psychology, criminal
justice, law, and advocacy (Dillenburger 2008).
As such, victimology includes the study of par-
ticularly vulnerable people. It explores prevalence
of violent incidents, assesses profiles of victims
and perpetrators, looks at the impact of violence
on victims, and examines patterns of disclo-
sure. Victimology also studies societal norms
and values with regard to victims and perpe-
trators, examines the legal status of victims, and
observes the working and living conditions of
those affected. In addition, victimology includes
the study of victims of accidents, such as traffic
accidents or house fires; natural disasters, such
as floods, tsunamis, and hurricanes; war crimes,
civil unrest, and terrorism; and more generally
victims of abuse of power, such as sexual harass-
ment or racial discrimination, as well as similar
issues linked to perpetrators of violent acts.
Over 75% of victims of violent events experi-
ence emotional distress, including fear, anxiety,
nervousness, self-blame, anger, shame, and dif-
ficulty sleeping. Post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) may be diagnosed (American Psychi-
atric Association 1994: 247–251) in the following
cases. (1) A person has been exposed to a trau-
matic event that involved actual or threatened
death or serious injury, or a threat to the physical
integrityof self orothers and theperson’s response
involved intense fear, helplessness, or horror. (2)
The traumatic event is persistently re-experienced
in recurrent and intrusivedistressing recollections
of the events or dreams of the event. (3) There is
persistent avoidance of stimuli associatedwith the
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trauma and numbing of general responsiveness
(e.g. avoidance of thoughts, feelings, conversa-
tions, activities, places, people), as well as an
inability to recall an important aspect of the
trauma; diminished interest or participation in
significant activities; feeling of detachment or
estrangement from others; restricted range of
affect; and the sense of a foreshortened future.
(4) There are persistent symptoms of increased
arousal; for example, difficulty falling or staying
asleep; irritability or outbursts of anger; difficulty
concentrating; hyper-vigilance; or exaggerated
startle responses.
PTSD is considered acute, if clinically rele-
vant behaviors persist for less than 3 months;
chronic, if they continue for 3 months or more;
and delayed, if they emerge or remain at least 6
months after the traumatic event. The concept of
PTSD is not without its critics (Kutchins and Kirk
1999), which is mainly due to over-diagnosis in
minor cases of traumatization (e.g. diagnosis of
PTSD after watching a violent TV dramatization);
abuse of the term for unmerited personal gain;
and inherent mentalism (e.g. having flashbacks
is considered to be caused by PTSD). Stevens
(2006) illustrates these points in Northern Ire-
land: ‘‘we all now have to present ourselves as
victims. We can see the rise of competitive vic-
timhood between the two main communities in
Northern Ireland. So a culture of rights has the
danger that it feeds into a culture of victimhood’’
(p. 4).
Victimization is very common. For example,
the National Crime Victimization Survey (US
Departmentof Justice 2010) estimates that in2008
in the United States a total of 21,312,400 personal
and property crimes were committed at a gross
loss of $17,397,000. In addition, in the same time
period an estimated total of 2,797,070 personal
crimes of violence were committed. Similar rates
are tobe found inEurope; the InternationalCrime
Victims Survey (ICVS; Van Dijk, van Kesteren,
and Smit 2008) found that almost 16% of the
population of the 30 participating countries had
been a victim of crime, although there was varia-
tion according to country. Of course, the cost for
victims of natural disasters goes into the billions
of dollars.
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Victimology asks questions such as, what
makes people vulnerable to becoming victim
or perpetrator and what distinguishes between
people who have experienced violent incidents
and view themselves as victims and those who
have experienced similar acts but who view
themselves as survivors (Dillenburger, Fargas,
and Akhonzada 2005)?
There is evidence that some people are more
vulnerable than others to becoming victims of
crime, accident, natural disaster, or other violent
events. Information regarding variables related to
increased vulnerability is important as it may lead
to the identification of factors that can protect
people from victimization. For example, Loeber,
Kalb, and Huizinga (2001) found that factors
related to increased risk of victimization include
family factors, such as low socioeconomic status,
parental crime, single-parent household, and
poor parental supervision, as well as individual
factors, such as poor school grades, involvement
in gang or group fights, participation in serious
assault, drug use, drug sales, being oppositional,
hyperactive, or impulsive, and association with
delinquent peers (see also Achenbach and Edel-
brock 1987). Conversely, factors that are thought
to protect against the likelihood of victimization
include stable family life, good supervision of
children, good high school achievements, not
being involved in unlawful behavior, and certain
personality characteristics, such as locus of
control orientation and self-esteem (Moran and
Eckenrode 1992).
Perhaps not surprisingly, vulnerability (or risk)
is involved in both becoming a victim of vio-
lence and a perpetrator of violence; and the
protective factors that are related to becoming
a victim of violence are very similar to those
related to becoming a perpetrator of violence.
Borowsky, Hogan, and Ireland (1997) found that
risk factors included experiencing intra-familial
or extra-familial abuse, witnessing family vio-
lence, frequent use of illegal drugs, anabolic
steroid use, daily alcohol use, gang membership,
high levels of suicide risk behavior, and exces-
sive time spent ‘‘hanging out,’’ while protective
factors included emotional health, connectedness
with friends and adults in the community, and
academic achievement.
Race, social class, and gender are not com-
mon distinguishing factors, but people who hurt
others commonly have a skills deficit in the
following seven areas: empathy, impulse con-
trol, management of feelings, especially anger and
fear, assertiveness, decision-making ability, self-
understanding, and connection to community
(Ripple Effects 2007).
Theories of victimology first emerged with
criminologists Mendelsohn (1963) and Von
Hentig (1948). Both were particularly interested
in the vulnerability of victims of homicides.
Mendelsohn developed the idea of victim
precipitation, that is, the notion that victims
have an aptitude, although unconsciously, for
being victimized. Consequently, his classification
of victimhood emphasized grades of innocence,
with only one of the six types of victims completely
innocent. He proposed that the other types of
victims were all in part to blame for their victim-
hood: the victimwithminor guilt resulted from the
victim’s ignorance, the victim as guilty as offender
was someonewho assisted suicide, the victimmore
guilty than offender was someone who provoked
violence, the most guilty victim was the one killed
while attacking another, and the simulating victim
was guilty of pretense. This typology still finds
resonance in the perception of victimhood today:
there’s victims and there’s victims. To me, there’s
innocent victims, which my husband was, and
there’s a lot of people that class themselves as
victims, which I don’t. And I think the inno-
cent victims should be looked after better by the
government.
At the same time, Von Hentig (1948) pro-
posed a categorization of victims on the basis
of their personality types. He thought that the
easiest target was the depressive type because they
were careless and unsuspecting; the greedy type
was easily deceived because of their insatiability;
the wonton type was vulnerable because of their
neediness, and the tormentor type was attacked
by the victim of their abuse. Schafer (1968) took
intra-psychic explanations of victimhood even
further when called his book The Victim and His
Criminal.
Onewould expect that this kind of victim blam-
ing is considered entirely outdated and unaccept-
able nowadays. Yet, some of the main theoretical
underpinnings of these kinds of intra-psychic
explanations still dominate the field. For example,
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Luckenbill (1977) proposed the still widely used
situated transaction model, according to which
it is a contest of character between victim and
criminal that leads to the committing of crime;
while Cohen and Felson (1979) developed the
routine activities theory, according to which vio-
lence requires three conditions, namely suitable
targets, motivated offenders, and the absence of
guardians. In addition, Cohen and Felson recog-
nized that victims oftentimes experience propin-
quity (e.g. similar socio-demographic charac-
teristics) and relative physical proximity to the
perpetrators of the violence. In a similar vein,
lifestyle-exposure theory (Hindelang, Gottfredson,
and Garofalo 1978) suggests that the likelihood
of becoming a victim is related to lifestyle choices
of the victim. Quinn, Holman, and Tobolowsky’s
(1992) threefold model outlines three conditions
that support crime: precipitating (e.g. time and
space), attracting (e.g. choices, options, lifestyles),
and predisposing (e.g. socio-demographic char-
acteristics).
Nowadays, themost prominent theories in vic-
timology borrow concepts from three categories:
psychopathology, where the victim is somehow
viewed as disturbed and virtually inviting vio-
lence; feminism, where the victim is viewed as
historically socialized into accepting violence; and
traditional learning theory, where acceptance of
violence is thought to be either enabled by a
mutual disinhibition cycle between victim and
perpetrator or encouraged via learned helpless-
ness (Seligman 1991).
Meier and Miethe (1993) found that matu-
ration of any of these theories has been ham-
pered by inadequate attention to variations of
behavioral variables, ‘‘compartmentalized think-
ing, poor links between theory and data, inad-
equate measures of key concepts, and failure to
specify clearly functional relationships between
sets of variables’’ (p. 459). As such, these the-
ories do not meet the cornerstones of a good
theory: generality (or inclusiveness), testability
(including empirical and logical support), exter-
nal validity (or accuracy), fruitfulness (or utility),
and simplicity (or parsimony) (Schlinger 1995).
One of the victims of violence inNorthern Ireland
expressed what many feel:
I’m a victim not because I wanted to be a victim;
I’m a victim because somebody else decided that
I should be a victim and that my family should
be a victim. It wasn’t my choice at all. To me,
the term victim encapsulates accurately what has
been done to me and to my family.
Spates (2003) offers an alternative approach
that focuses explicitly on the interactions between
organisms and environment and thus allows for a
more scientific understandingof victimology. The
main focus is the study of public as well as private
behaviors, how these are controlled by environ-
mental contingencies, and therefore how changes
in behavior can be predicted, if enough is known
about environmental events (Skinner 1989). This
inductive, natural science approach differs from
the deductive social science approach of other
fields, such as psychology or sociology, where
generally theories are proposed and hypotheses
are tested. The inductive approach dealswith phe-
nomenamore explicitly and aims to discover laws
and principles of nature. In the context of victi-
mology, behavioral phenomena include publicly
observable events (e.g. running, talking, crying,
laughing) as well as private events that are only
observable by the person who experiences them,
such as emotions and cognitions (e.g. anxiety,
distress, worry, relief).
At least three interconnected levels need to be
considered in a thorough behavior analysis of
victimology; the personal learning history of the
individual, the prevailing contingencies to which
the individual is exposed, and the prevailing cul-
tural or meta-contingencies (Glenn 1988). These
three levels of analysis apply to any behavior and
therefore offer a coherent system of analysis for
the behavior of victims and perpetrators.
Personal learning history refers to how pri-
vate and public behavioral repertoires are shaped
across the life span of an individual, from the cra-
dle to the grave. As this shaping process is ongoing
at all times, it is ever-evolving and changing.
Thus, a person’s behavioral repertoire is con-
stantly changing. People acquire new repertoires,
while old repertoires ‘‘drop out’’ across the life
span. For example, many baby behaviors change
once the child starts going to school, and behav-
iors acquired for competent performance in a
work setting are no longer required in retirement
and as a result disappear.
Social and demographic variables play a
large part in personal learning histories, as do
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family composition, sibling order, and parental
employment situations. In addition, gender and
time (i.e. age) make a difference. Gender-specific
learning also seems to make a difference in
coping, as boys’ behavior is usually shaped to
be brave and respond to violence with deeds or
stoicism, while girls’ behavior is generally shaped
to be more passive and caring. As Morrissey and
Smyth (2002) put it, women learn to suffer in
silence.
At the same time, there are of course other indi-
vidual differences. Some people have a personal
learning history thatmakes themmore vulnerable
to falling victim of crime or becoming a perpe-
trator of violent acts than others. For example,
on a macro scale, a history of child abuse and
neglect usually leaves the individual more vulner-
able, deprivation or poverty experienced over a
lengthy time period increases vulnerability, and
lack of supervision is clearly a factor for young
offenders. On a micro level, patterns of behaviors
are established thatmake peoplemore vulnerable;
for example, certain ways of walking, talking, and
conducting oneself can invite or fend off poten-
tial attackers. Consider, for example, someone
who takes self-defense classes. This person will
behave differently from someone who feels weak
and vulnerable because they lead a sedentary life
style, are physically unfit, or unwell. An older
person will be more vulnerable to certain crimes
than a younger person, while teenagers who have
been brought up in violent circumstances may be
more vulnerable to shootings or knife crime than
teenagers who have been brought up in stimu-
lating environments that promote healthy habits
or hobbies. In addition, social learning variables,
such as imitation and peer pressure, have been
found to account for significant variations in
vulnerability (Schwartz, Gramling, and Mancini
1994). As such, individual learning histories dif-
ferentiate between victims and non-victims, as
well as perpetrators and non-perpetrators.
Prevailing contingencies are situational factors
that are present when a violent event occurs.
The kind of event that can be considered violent
differs vastly and ranges from violent homicide,
terrorist attacks, grievous bodily harm, street
fighting, domestic violence, sex abuse, theft,
natural disasters, to verbal abuse and viewing
violence on television. Prevailing contingencies
are obviously highly important when it comes
to vulnerability for victims or perpetrators of
violence. They include ‘‘antecedents,’’ such as
time of day (most crime is committed at night
time, after dark); place (most personal theft
is committed in crowded places; most house
burglaries are committed in built-up areas
and suburbs); and company (most crimes are
committed by a very small number of people who
move in certain circles). Prevailing contingencies
also include ‘‘consequences,’’ such as instant
gratification of a theft, or potentially punitive
effect of personal injury. Victim as well as
perpetrator behavior is a function of prevailing
contingencies. However, this is not a linear
process; rather, victim as well as perpetrator
behavior are determined by a web of complex and
contingent antecedent and consequent stimuli or
events.
Cultural or meta-contingencies exist over pro-
longed time periods and shape behaviors that are
passed from one generation to the next. ‘‘Cul-
ture is learned; it is not encoded in the human
genome. It’s socially created’’ (Avruch 2003). The
culture in which we live will determine the level
and likelihood of violence experienced. There are
cultural differences; in fact perpetrators as well as
victims experience a lifelong process of encultur-
ation, that is, they are taught to become amember
of the society in which they live (Mattaini 2004).
The following quote from a victim of violence in
Northern Ireland expresses these feelings:
Ok, I am a victim, you made me a victim, but I’m
not going let you beat me, I’m going to go on.
The term ‘‘cultural difference’’ does not refer
only to distinctive intercultural differences, such
as those between Asian and European cultures or
between different religious cultures; the term also
refers to intra-cultural differences. Intra-cultural
differences exist between different social eco-
nomic groups (e.g. working-class/middle-class
culture) or demographic areas (e.g. urban/rural).
There also are gender- and age-related cultural
difference, like pop culture and fashion. Clearly,
cultural contexts determine whether an indi-
vidual or group is more likely to encounter
violent events. Violent cultures, such as those
often experienced in inner-city ghetto areas, are
linked to more violent incidents, that is, to
more violent behavior from perpetrators and
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consequently more victims. Certain intra-group
cultures, for example those promoted in some
youth gangs, may idealize violence and encour-
age their members to engage in violence. Other
cultures encourage the feelings of victimhood.
In sum, the terms ‘‘victim’’ and ‘‘survivor’’ are
more correctly considered descriptive summary
labels (Grant and Evans 1994) than explanations
of behavior. This distinction ensures an under-
standing of the behavior of victims and survivors
as contextually determinedpatterns or repertoires
of behavior that are shaped by environmental
events and contingencies. A comprehensive victi-
mology considers four different levels of analysis
(‘‘DISC’’ analysis): the violent event (i.e. the pre-
vailing contingencies, such as aDeath), Individual
learning history, Social context (i.e. subsequent
shaping, generalization, and maintenance), and
Cultural meta-contingencies (Dillenburger and
Keenan 2005).
SEE ALSO: Fear of Crime; Routine Activities
and Crime; Victim Precipitation; Victimization
Surveys; Victimization, Theories of.
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